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Promised Land 
Near the end of the ride, the cab driver gave me his card. He said to give him a call ifl got scared. He'd 
pick me up and take me back to the airport. 
I found an open door at the top of a narrow flight 
of stairs. I waited awhile in an empty outer office until 
finally a man came out from a back room and said it 
was too late in the day, so I should come back tomorrow. 
Then they'd find something for me to do. 
I chose a hotel where people going in looked like 
my friends back home so I'd be inconspicuous checking 
in. I got that wrong. When I told the elevator operator 
my floor, she turned and stared. With just a couple of 
words my accent had given me away. It wasn't easy to 
understand hers, but I think she said, "You talk cute!" 
Anyway, she gave me a big smile. 
Next day, they seemed surprised that I showed up 
again at the office. I sat and waited some more. People 
came in and out as if I wasn't there. Finally, a friendly 
man came over to me. He asked my name and where I'd 
come from and how long I was staying. I didn't warm up 
to him though: I know the FBI when I see it standing 
there, especially when I'm far from home. 
Another whole day of hanging around is what it took 
before I was given some work to do on the telephone. It 
was the coming back and being patient that did it. Not 
being pushy, letting them decide. And when I kept my 
distance from the cop, they knew I wouldn't bring with 
me much more trouble than they already had. 
Now a man volunteered to tell me about the neigh-
borhood. But then a woman whispered, "Don't believe 
one single thing he says. A newspaper reporter asked 
how old he is and he said, 'I'm 27.'1hat's what he said! 
That old man! He doesn't even know when he was 
born." She suggested I visit her friends ifl wanted true 
stories, and the next day I started to do that. I sat on 
the sofa in one friend's house and a cockroach skittered 
alongside me on the cushion. I held my ground. I'd been 
close-up to a roach before. But I got asked, "Was the 
house dirty?" when I came back. I nodded. "Well, don't 
think the rest of us live like that. We're clean people, 
you hear me?" 
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) d d e d .  " W e l l ,  d o n ' t  
V e ' r e  c l e a n  p e o p l e ,  
N e x t  d a y ,  w e  v i s i t e d  w i t h  a  r u r a l  f a m i l y .  T h e i r  h o u s e  
w a s  i n  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  a  c o t t o n  f i e l d .  T h e r e  w a s  n o  f r o n t  
y a r d  b e c a u s e  t h e  c r o p  w a s  p l a n t e d  r i g h t  u p  t o  t h e  p o r c h .  
S o m e  l i t t l e  k i d s  s a t  o n  t h e  p o r c h  s t e p s  a n d  k e p t  t h e i r  
e y e s  d o w n . T h e y  s a t  i n  s i l e n c e  o u r  w h o l e  v i s i t . T h r e e  o l d  
m e t a l  b e d s  w i t h  b a r e  m a t t r e s s e s  w e r e  i n s i d e  t h e  h o u s e .  
A  w o m a n  s e t  g r e e n  p e a n u t s  a n d  w a t e r  o n  t h e  b e d s  n e x t  
t o  u s .  I  a s k e d  a f t e r w a r d s ,  d r i v i n g  a w a y ,  " W h y  d i d  t h o s e  
c h i l d r e n  k e e p  s o  q u i e t ? "  " P r o b a b l y ,  t h e y ' r e  s t a r v i n g , "  
s o m e o n e  r e p l i e d .  
N e w  p e o p l e  c a m e  t o  w o r k  w i t h  u s  f r o m  t i m e  t o  t i m e .  
O n e  d a y  a  m a n  s h o w e d  u p  a n d ,  a s  u s u a l ,  w e  c h e c k e d  
h i m  o u t  a s  h e  s a t  a l o n e  i n  a  c o r n e r .  A f t e r  a w h i l e ,  I  g u e s s  
h e  g o t  b o r e d  a n d  s o  h e  o p e n e d  u p  h i s  l u g g a g e .  H e  t o o k  
o u t  a  h a n d g u n  a n d  s a t  p o l i s h i n g  i t  o v e r  a n d  o v e r  a g a i n .  
I  s a i d ,  " H e  g o e s ,  o r  I  d o . " T h e  g u y  w h o  d r o v e  h i m  b a c k  
t o  t h e  a i r p o r t  t o l d  u s ,  " H e ' s  t a k i n g  a  p l a n e  t o  S o u t h  
A m e r i c a .  H e  s a y s  t h e r e ' s  n o t  e n o u g h  a c t i o n  h a p p e n i n g  
a r o u n d  h e r e  a n y w a y . "  
A f t e r  a  b i g  p r o t e s t  m a r c h  a c r o s s  t h e  s t a t e ,  t h r e e  o f  
u s  w o m e n  w a i t e d  o n  a  c o r n e r  f o r  o u r  r i d e  t o  p i c k  u s  
u p . T h e  c a r  d i d n ' t  c o m e  f o r  s o  l o n g  t h a t  w e  g o t  n e r v o u s .  
S u r e  e n o u g h ,  p o l i c e  h e a d e d  o u r  w a y .  B u t  t o  o u r  s u r p r i s e ,  
t h e y  w e r e  n i c e  a n d  p o l i t e .  O n e  w a s  e v e n  k i n d  o f  s w e e t .  
H e  w a s  y o u n g ,  a n d  s o  w e r e  w e .  
T h e  r i d e  f i n a l l y  a r r i v e d .  W e  p i c k e d  u p  a  t a i l  h e a d i n g  
o u t  o f  t o w n .  I t s  h e a d l i g h t s  f i l l e d  t h e  r e a r  w i n d o w .  I  w a s  
i n  t h e  b a c k s e a t ,  o u t l i n e d  l i k e  a  t a r g e t .  M y  s t o m a c h  w e n t  
t o  t h e  f l o o r  o f  t h e  c a r ,  b u t  t h a n k  g o o d n e s s  t h e  r e s t  o f  
m e  k e p t  o n  s i t t i n g  u p  s t r a i g h t .  
A n o t h e r  t i m e ,  w i t h  d u s k  c o m i n g  o n ,  w e  a t t e n d e d  
a n  o u t d o o r  m e e t i n g .  A d u l t s  m i l l e d  a r o u n d  t a l k i n g  t o  
e a c h  o t h e r .  L i t t l e  k i d s  p a s s e d  o u t  l e a f l e t s  a n d  c o l l e c t e d  
m o n e y  f o r  t h e  c a u s e .  I t  f e l t  l i k e  t h e  c r o w d s  b a c k  h o m e  .  
T h e n  o v e r  t h e  P A  a  m a n  a n n o u n c e d ,  " S o m e  o u t s i d e r s  
h a v e  s n u c k  i n  h e r e .  L o o k  a r o u n d  a n d  s e e  i f  y o u  c a n  s p o t  
t h e m . "  S o  w e  r a n  b a c k  i n t o  o u r  c a r  a s  f a s t  a s  w e  c o u l d .  
I  s a t  o n  s o m e b o d y ' s  l a p ,  w e  w e r e  s o  r u s h e d  p i l i n g  i n .  
N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  I  g o t  t h e  c a m e r a  o u t .  A  f l a m i n g  c r o s s  f i l l e d  
t h e  e n t i r e  f r a m e  a t  f i r s t .  B u t  a s  w e  d r o v e  a w a y ,  t h e  i m a g e  
g o t  s m a l l e r  a n d  s m a l l e r  a g a i n s t  t h e  d a r k e n i n g  s k y .  
O n e  m o r e  s t o r y ,  j u s t  o n e  m o r e .  B y  m y s e l f ,  I  d r o v e  t o  a  
s a f e  h o u s e  i n  t h e  w h i t e  p a r t  o f  t o w n .  A s  I  w a l k e d  t o  t h e  
f r o n t  d o o r ,  a  m a n  c a m e  t o w a r d  m e ,  h o l d i n g  a  h a n d g u n .  
I  c o u l d  n o t  t h i n k  a  s i n g l e  t h o u g h t .  B u t  t h e s e  w o r d s  
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c a m e  o u t  o f  m y  m o u t h  a n y w a y ,  " P u t  
t h a t  a w a y , "  I  s a i d .  " Y o u  p u t  t h a t  g u n  
a w a y  r i g h t  n o w . "  M a y b e  t h i s  w a s  h i s  
n i g h t m a r e  s c h o o l t e a c h e r  t a l k i n g ?  B u t  
h e  f l i n c h e d .  M a y b e  h e  s t e p p e d  b a c k  a  
l i t t l e ?  S o  I  w e n t  t o  m y  c a r .  A l t h o u g h  
i t  t o o k  u p  e x t r a  t i m e ,  I  p o p p e d  t h e  
b u t t o n s  d o w n  t o  l o c k  t h e  d o o r s  o n  
t h a t  o l d  V W .  H o w  c r a z y  c a n  y o u  b e ?  
N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  h e  j u s t  s t o o d  t h e r e  a s  I  
d r o v e  a w a y .  
D o  n o t ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h i n k  t h a t  t h i s  
t r i p  w a s  a b o u t  t r o u b l e  a n d  d a n g e r .  
N o t  a t  a l l .  I t  w a s  l a r g e l y  g o o d .  F o r  
e x a m p l e ,  I  l i v e d  a w h i l e  w i t h  M r s .  F .  
S h e  a s k e d  m e  t o  c o o k  h e r  h u s b a n d  h i s  
d i n n e r  o n e  n i g h t .  I  s e t  d o w n  a  p l a t e  
o f  I t a l i a n  s p a g h e t t i  o n  t h e  t a b l e  a n d  
h e  s a i d ,  " T h a t ' s  n o t  n o r m a l  f o o d . "  H e  
w o u l d n ' t  e a t  a  b i t e .  T h e n  t h e r e  w a s  
M r s .  L .  S h e ' d  w a n t e d  t o  b e  a  t r a c -
t o r  d r i v e r  h e r  w h o l e  l i f e  b u t  w o m e n  
c o u l d n ' t  s o  s h e  d i d n ' t .  S h e  d i d  f i n a l l y  
g e t  t o  b e c a u s e  a l l  t h e  m e n  j o i n e d  
t h e  s t r i k e .  T h a t  p e p p e d  h e r  u p  a  l o t .  
S h e ' d  c o m e  o v e r  a n d  d r i n k  b e e r  w i t h  
u s  e v e r y  n i g h t .  
A n o t h e r  r e a s o n  t h e  t r i p  w a s  n o t  
a b o u t  t r o u b l e  a n d  d a n g e r  i s  t h a t ,  
a l t h o u g h  I  w a s  p h y s i c a l l y  p r e s e n t ,  
I  w a s  n e v e r  r e a l l y  t h e r e .  T h a t ' s  h o w  
w e  w e r e  s u p p o s e d  t o  f e e l ,  a c t u a l l y .  
" R e m e m b e r  y o u  d o n ' t  b e l o n g  h e r e , "  
w e  w e r e  t o l d  e a r l y  o n .  " I t ' s  t h e i r  
s t r u g g l e  t o  w i n  o r  l o s e :  d o n ' t  t r y  
s t e a l i n g  t h a t  f r o m  t h e m .  Y o u ' r e  h e r e  
t o  h e l p .  T h e n  g o  h o m e . "  
W e  f i n a l l y  d i d  h e a d  b a c k  h o m e ,  
s t o p p i n g  o n  t h e  w a y  t o  s a y  g o o d b y e  t o  
a n  o l d  m a n  m y  f r i e n d s  l i k e d  a  l o t .  W e  
s n u c k  i n t o  t o w n  l a t e  a t  n i g h t ,  t u r n i n g  
o f f  o u r  h e a d l i g h t s  a n d  d r i v i n g  v e r y  
s l o w l y .  W e  t u r n e d  t h e  l i g h t s  b a c k  o n  
t o  l i g h t  u p  t h e  s i d e  o f  a n  u n p a i n t e d  
w o o d e n  s h a c k .  S o m e b o d y  a n n o u n c e d ,  
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"Here's the place we told you about, Barbara. This is 
Promised Land." 
Our host spoke in a high, thin, uninflected voice. 
He was almost invisible sitting outside the path of 
moonlight coming through the window. He told us that 
he'd just been released from the local jail. "The jail used 
to be a place of horror for us. But this time we were all 
together. We sang and we prayed. We shouted at the 
guards. The jail is not a place of horror any more." 
I never made it into a jail like his. But we'd arrived 
the same place anyway, talking like friends for a long 
time that night. We weren't friends like my friends 
back home: for example, I knew I'd never see Mr. Larks 
again and he didn't expect to see me again either. That 
turned out to be true: we didn't any of us keep in touch 
from that time and place. Bob Moses planned to be this 
way. Bringing northern white volunteers into the state 
meant the national press would follow. They'd report on 
segregation and our parents would call congressmen. 
Maybe something would finally improve conditions, 
after all this time. And then Moses himself disappeared. 
It helped that his name wasn't really Moses after all. 
That night in Promised Land, Mr. Larks asked me to 
turn on the tape recorder, which was a surprise. Usually 
I had to explain a lot about it first, but he was all ready. 
What he wanted to talk about was women and that 
surprised me too. "They work harder and they work 
better than men do," he said. "The ladies may be afraid 
too. But they stand in front of the tractors anyway. It 
helps the strike when the tractors can't go into the fields. 
The ladies cook. Then they sneak the food down to the 
highway before dawn so the strikers get fed." As he got 
nearer to the point he was trying to make, he leaned 
closer to the recorder, so I moved in the microphone. 
He barked out a sudden high-pitched laugh, then he 
got serious again. "But still and all. Still and all! You 
got to know you can't trust them. You got to remember 
if you do, there'll be trouble. You got to remember that 
they're not going to show up one day. You got to see 
that coming." 
I didn't like the direction he was heading, but my 
privilege of speaking up to argue was gone for now. The 
old man had the floor. He had everybody's full atten-
tion. He finished up like this: "The ladies work hard. 
They do. But they're coming to the meetings to get a 
man. When they g' 
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.  s  w o m e n  a n d  t h a t  
i e r  a n d  t h e y  w o r k  
a d i e s  m a y  b e  a f r a i d  
t r a c t o r s  a n y w a y .  I t  
1 t  g o  i n t o  t h e  f i e l d s .  
e  f o o d  d o w n  t o  t h e  
> g e t  f e d . "  A s  h e  g o t  
: o  m a k e ,  h e  l e a n e d  
n  t h e  m i c r o p h o n e .  
h . e d  l a u g h ,  t h e n  h e  
.  S t i l l  a n d  a l l !  Y o u  
• u  g o t  t o  r e m e m b e r  
t  t o  r e m e m b e r  t h a t  
: l a y .  Y o u  g o t  t o  s e e  
t s  h e a d i n g ,  b u t  m y  
s  g o n e  f o r  n o w .  T h e  
y b o d y ' s  f u l l  a t t e n -
:  l a d i e s  w o r k  h a r d .  
:  m e e t i n g s  t o  g e t  a  
m a n .  W h e n  t h e y  g o t  t h a t  d o n e ,  t h e y  d o n ' t  c o m e  t o  t h e  
m e e t i n g s  a n y  m o r e . " H i s  w o r d s  w e r e  b l u n t ,  b u t  w i t h o u t  
b i l e .  H e  w a s  g i v i n g  a  w a r n i n g ,  n o t  d o i n g  a  c r i t i q u e .  S o  
I  h a d  t o  c o n s i d e r  t h e i r  w i d e r  a p p l i c a t i o n .  
I t ' s  t a k e n  a  l o n g  t i m e  a n d  I ' m  n o t  y e t  d o n e .  I  t e l l  
t h i s  s t o r y  d i f f e r e n t  w a y s ,  p u t t i n g  t h e  p a r t s  i n  a  d i f f e r e n t  
o r d e r  o r  a d d i n g  s o m e  t h i n g s  t h a t  h a p p e n e d  a n d  c u t t i n g  
o t h e r  t h i n g s  a w a y .  H o w e v e r ,  I  d o  t h a n k  y o u  n o w  f o r  y o u r  
v a l u a b l e  t i m e  a n d  a t t e n t i o n .  " P e a c e  a n d  f r e e d o m , "  i s  h o w  
w e  u s e d  t o  p u t  i t  w h e n e v e r  w e  s a i d  g o o d b y e .  
B a r b a r a  R o o s  
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